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Annual Report for 2006

REPORT

Introduction

This is the second Annual Report of the House of Lords Science and
Technology Committee. As explained in our first Annual Report for 2005,
our object in making an Annual Report is three-fold:

To make available to Members of the House and the public the principles
which guide our work, along with a summary of our activities over the
preceding calendar year;

To review the impact of the Committee’s work, including recent
developments relevant to Reports that we have made in previous years;

To comment on other matters relevant to the work of the Committee,
such as the quality and timeliness of Government responses, debates, and
SO on.

The role and working methods of the Committee

A summary of the principles by which we decide our programme or work and
assess our performance is given in Box 1. It incorporates the essential
elements of the “Aide-Mémoire on the Role of the Committee”, agreed shortly
after the Committee’s first appointment in 1979, (which, as revised in 1990,
is reprinted in Appendix 1), as well as less formal principles endorsed in
recent years.

BOX 1

Summary of the role of the Committee

The Committee is appointed to consider science and technology and to
report to the House on matters within this field with which Parliament ought
to be concerned.

Such matters include areas where Parliament itself has a role; where
Government or statutory bodies are or should be involved; or where there is
a strong public interest or concern.

In choosing subjects the Committee pays special attention to the applications
of science and technology, in order to identify issues likely to be of political
significance. It also seeks to—

Identify subjects where it can make timely and useful recommendations;

Achieve a balanced work programme, for instance by combining
biological or medical subjects with engineering or technology;

Identify subjects that involve a range of Government Departments or
other agencies and bodies;

Avoid duplication with the work of other bodies.
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Although the Committee is tasked, like all investigative Select
Committees, with contributing to parliamentary scrutiny of
Government, it has no specific scrutiny role with regard to the Office of
Science and Innovation (previously the Office of Science and
Technology) or the Research Councils. Such scrutiny, along with
detailed examination of Government expenditure on science and
technology, is the responsibility of the House of Commons Select
Committee on Science and Technology, and we do not seek to duplicate
their work.

Most inquiries are undertaken by specially appointed sub-committees,
of which there are normally two in existence at any one time. Typically
the Select Committee chooses a topic for investigation and appoints a
sub-committee, selecting a Chairman and most of the members from
among its own membership. The Committee in addition has the power
to co-opt any Member of the House to serve on sub-committees for the
duration of their inquiries. Although the sub-committees are referred to
for convenience as “Sub-Committee I” and “Sub-Committee II”, in
reality they operate like freestanding ad hoc Select Committees. They
appoint their own Specialist Advisers, and conduct detailed inquiries
lasting normally from six to twelve months. Once the inquiry is
complete the sub-committee reports back to the Select Committee and
is dissolved.

Occasionally the Select Committee decides to undertake a shorter inquiry
itself, normally to follow up an earlier sub-committee inquiry. Thus in 2006
we conducted an inquiry into Science Teaching in Schools, following up our
2000 report Science and Society, and a 2001 follow-up, Science in Schools.
Towards the end of 2006 we launched a short inquiry into Radioactive Waste
Management, another subject in which we have produced a series of reports
dating back to 1999.

The Committee’s power of co-option means that 29 Members of the House
participated directly in the work of either the Select Committee or its sub-
committees over the year.

The Select Committee and its sub-committees are normally supported by a
staff of five: two Clerks (one of whom clerks both the Select Committee and
a sub-committee); one Committee Specialist; and two Secretarial
Administrators. However, in reality for much of 2006 the Committee was
short-staffed—the post of Committee Specialist being vacant from February
to May, and one of the Secretarial Administrator posts being vacant from
October to the end of the year. In addition, temporary Specialist Advisers,
normally eminent figures from academia, are appointed to support particular
inquiries.

Summary of activity in 2006

During 2006 the Select Committee and its sub-committees held 43
meetings in Westminster, 24 of these in public; they also made 13 visits,
two of which were to destinations overseas, the rest within the United
Kingdom. Of the latter, three visits were for the purpose of informal all-day
seminars to launch inquiries. A summary of meetings, visits, and outcomes,
is given in Table 1.
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TABLE 1
Summary of Activity in 2006

Committee/ Meetings Visits Status of Debate/
Subject (in inquiry Government
public) Response
Select Committee
Private 9 (0) 0 Pandemic Influenza
deliberative debated
meetings 20 January 2006;
Government
response published
as Command Paper
in February
Science Teaching 4 (4) 2 (York; Report published | Response to Science
in Schools Reading) November 2006 Teaching in Schools
received December
2006; debate to
follow in 2007.
Sub-Committee I
Ageing: Scientific N/A N/A Original report Debated in Grand
Aspects published July Committee
2005; follow-up 5 June 2006
reports March
2006 and
December 2006
Water 10 (7) 2 (Australia; Report published | Response received
Management Essex) June 2006; August 20006;
follow-up report debated in House
January 2007 13 October 2006
Allergy 4(3) 2 (Royal Report expected
Society of mid-2007
Medicine;
Evelina
Children’s
Hospital)
Sub-Committee I1
Energy Efficiency N/A N/A Original report Response received
published July October 2005;
2005; follow-up debated in House
report January 27 April 2006
2006
Science and 13 (8) 6 (Hampton Report published | Response published
Heritage Court; National | November 2006 | as Command Paper

Gallery; Italy;

Blickling Hall;

Down House;
Liverpool)

31 January 2007;
debate to follow

Personal Internet
Security

3(2)

1 (Institute of
Engineering
and
Technology)

Report expected
mid-2007
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2006 was thus an extremely busy year. The Committee published eight
reports. Of the three major reports two, Water Management and Science and
Heritage, were the products of detailed sub-committee inquiries; the third,
Science Teaching in Schools, was the result of a short inquiry by the Select
Committee itself. The other reports included our Annual Report for 2005,
reports following up earlier inquiries, and a report of a one-off meeting with
the then Energy Minister, Malcolm Wicks MP, in March.

Three debates were held on the floor of the House on our reports: Pandemic
Influenza was debated on 20 January,' Energy Efficiency was debated on
27 April,> and Water Management on 13 October.” Our report on Ageing:
Scientific Aspects was debated in Grand Committee on 5 June.*

We comment in more detail on particular themes in our work and on
individual inquiries, taken in broadly chronological order, below.

Energy

Between 2003 and 2005 we conducted two major inquiries on energy policy,
focusing on aspects of the Government’s 2003 Energy White Paper, which
set out their strategy for achieving secure, low-carbon energy supplies. The
first of these, chaired by Lord Oxburgh, was on Renewable Energy:
Practicalities; the second, chaired by Baroness Perry of Southwark, was on
Energy Efficienc. Our two reports appeared in July 2004 and July 2005
respectively.

Both inquiries revealed confusion at the heart of Government policy,
particularly between the various areas of responsibility of the Department of
Trade and Industry, which is responsible for the electricity generating
industry, and the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
(Defra), which is responsible for energy efficiency (and thus end use of
electricity), as well as for parts of the generating industry itself (such as
biomass or Combined Heat and Power). As we described in our Annual
Report for 2005, neither report elicited a satisfactory response from the
Government.

The Government then launched a major Review of energy policy in the first
half of 2006, chaired by the then Energy Minister, Mr Malcolm Wicks MP.
In order both to maintain our scrutiny of the Government energy policy, and
to ensure that our earlier recommendations were fully considered within the
Review, we therefore invited Mr Wicks to give evidence to us on 29 March.
The transcript of that meeting was published as a short report in May, and
although Mr Wicks was, perhaps predictably, non-committal, it is pleasing
that in the Review itself the Government moved significantly in the direction
outlined in our reports on energy policy.

To take one example, in our report on Renewable Energy: Practicalities we
noted that the Government’s chief instrument for promoting renewable
sources of electricity, the Renewables Obligation (RO), would “favour near-
competitive technologies that will start to generate income rapidly ... at
present only onshore wind fits this description”, and we urged the

1 HL Deb, cols. 883-929.
2 HL Deb, cols. 356-386.
3 HL Deb, cols. 480-524.
4 HL Deb, cols. GC289-328.
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Government to “build into the RO transparent, targeted measures to
encourage the development of transitional technologies.” In their initial
response, the Government stated baldly that “we do not accept the
recommendation that additional measures should be included with the RO to
give such technologies and projects additional support”.” However, they have
now accepted, in the words of the Energy Review, the case for “adapting the
RO to provide greater support to emerging technologies and less support for
established technologies”.®

Other features of the Energy Review that chime with our
recommendations include a commitment to “look at the potential of
distributed energy as a long-term alternative or supplement to our current
highly centralised system”, a commitment that accompanied a welcome
tribute to the work of Woking Borough Council, which we visited in
March 2004. Perhaps most importantly for the long-term future of our
energy supplies, there was the belated and widely trailed acceptance that
“nuclear has a role to play in the future UK generating mix alongside
other low carbon generating options another development foreshadowed
in our report on renewable energy.”’

In our Annual Report for 2005 we criticised the poor quality of the
Government’s responses in general, and to our reports on energy policy in
particular. We stand by those criticisms. However, the conclusions of the
Energy Review show that the Committee’s recommendations, based as they
are on non-partisan analysis of a broad range of evidence, can exert a long-
term influence over Government, even when they have been rejected in the
short term. This is not to say that the Committee can claim sole credit for
recent developments in energy policy—the Energy Review was based on
consultation with the energy industry and other stakeholders, and there can
be little doubt that Government will have heard similar messages from many
sources. Nevertheless, our continuing scrutiny of Government has
undoubtedly played its part in moving forward the arguments over recent
months.

One further development in the field of energy deserves mention. In both our
reports on energy we drew attention to the confusing division of
responsibility for energy policy between the Department of Trade and
Industry and the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, and
recommended that responsibility for all aspects of energy policy be brought
under a single Minister. The appointment of Mr Wicks after the last election
as Energy Minister, within DTI, and his subsequent chairing of the Energy
Review, suggested that the Government were moving in this direction.
However, Mr Wicks’ subsequent appointment as Minister for Science and
Innovation, following the resignation of Lord Sainsbury of Turville, and the
decision to assign the lead on energy to the Secretary of State for Trade and
Industry himself, have generated new uncertainty over the place of energy
within Government. We shall therefore continue to monitor developments
closely.

Renewable Energy: Practicalities, and Energy Efficiency: Government Responses, 3rd Report, Session 200506,

HL Paper 69, p. 11.

The Energy Challenge, July 2006, p. 101 (see http://www.dti.gov.uk/energy/review/page31995.html).
Ibid., pp. 61, 63, 113.
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Ageing: Scientific Aspects

Our report on Ageing: Scientific Aspects, following an inquiry chaired by Lord
Sutherland of Houndwood, was published on 21 July 2005. As we noted in
last year’s Annual Report, the Government’s response to the report, received
in November 2005, was again extremely disappointing, failing either to
engage with the strategic vision underlying our report or with the detail of
our recommendations.

We therefore decided, before publishing a follow-up report or securing a
debate on our report, to send the Government response to several of the
witnesses to our original inquiry, with an invitation to comment. The
comments which we received back were published in a follow-up report in
March 2006, in which we noted that “without exception, [the witnesses]
share our disappointment, expressing it in sometimes forceful language.”®

Our follow-up report, and the unhappiness it revealed among those involved
in researching the ageing process and caring for older people, which received
considerable publicity in the media, appeared to galvanise the Government
into action. When our reports were debated, in Grand Committee on
5 June 2006, the recently appointed Minister at the Department of Work and
Pensions, Lord Hunt of Kings Heath, responded far more constructively
than his Department had done in the original response, and promised to
provide a further response reflecting points made in the debate. This second
Government response, published in another follow-up report towards the
end of the year, marked a definite step in the right direction. The
Government for the first time engaged with the evidence and reasoning that
underpinned our recommendations, and showed signs of responding
positively to many of them.

Thus once again, despite a very poor Government response initially,
persistence appears to have paid off. As a Committee we have always sought
to achieve continuity in our programme of work, rather than simply
publishing reports before moving onto new ground. Instead we seek to
maintain pressure on Government through a range of strategies, either by
returning to the subjects of earlier report for follow-up inquiries, or by
seeking short debates in the House, tabling questions, and so on. The
examples we have just described fully vindicate this approach.

Pandemic Influenza

Our report on Pandemic Influenza was published in December 2005,
following a short inquiry conducted by the Select Committee itself under the
chairmanship of Lord Broers. While we acknowledged that the United
Kingdom was relatively well prepared for a possible pandemic caused by the
H5NI1 influenza virus, we identified several key areas where Government
could do more. In particular, we urged the Government to support
international efforts, particularly those led by United Nations agencies, to
prevent a pandemic; to clarify their policy on the acquisition and use of
antiviral drugs; to support the private sector in planning for a pandemic; and
to give advance clearance to the research projects that could be of enormous
short and long-term value in the event of a pandemic.

8  Ageing: Scientific Aspects—Follow-up (6th Report, Session 2005-06, HL. Paper 146), p. 5.
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The report was debated on 20 January 2006,° and the Government’s formal
response was published as a Command Paper on 16 February (Cm 6738).
Both the response and the Minister’s reply to the debate were measured and
thoughtful, and showed that the Government continue to plan actively for a
possible pandemic. This must be right: while the World Health
Organization’s threat level remains unchanged, and the rate of human
infection has shown little sign of accelerating,’® H5N1 continues to spread
among bird populations, and the possibility of a human influenza pandemic
remains higher than at any time since 1968.

In October 2006 a report by the Royal Society'' echoed a number of our key
recommendations, for instance that regarding the United Kingdom’s
stockpile of antiviral drugs. We are delighted that the Society, with the
support of experts in the field, has kept up the pressure. There is a danger
that the Government, while giving bland assurances that it keeps such key
issues “under review”, may in reality drop its guard, as other issues emerge
into the media spotlight. It is essential that policies continue to develop in
line with expert opinion; it is also incumbent upon Parliament to maintain an
active scrutiny role, and we therefore look forward to revisiting this issue in
the near future.

Water Management

In July 2005 we launched Sub-Committee I’s inquiry into water
management, under the chairmanship of the Earl of Selborne. Our report
was published in June 2006, its launch timed to coincide with an important
discussion of the key recommendations organised by the Foundation for
Science and Technology (for which, see paragraph 50 below). The inquiry
came at a time of growing pressure upon water resources in the south and
east of England, driven primarily by low rainfall in the short term, but in the
long term by population growth, lifestyle changes and climate change.
Although in late 2006 the short-term pressure was partially eased by heavier
rainfall, the aquifers in southern England remain at a low level and there is
still a vital need to plan for the long-term security of water supplies.

Such planning will require a “twin-track” approach, balancing resource
development and demand management. This is generally agreed. However,
our inquiry revealed that nobody in reality was committed to achieving such
a balance. On the one hand, the Government and the regulators resist the
development of new water supplies, insisting that demand reduction
measures be “fully deployed” first (this despite the very long lead times to
any project to develop supplies). On the other hand, the water companies
appear to predicate their long-term planning largely on resource
development, and in many cases have failed to convince regulators or the
public of their commitment to reducing demand, either through cutting
leakage levels, or promoting greater water efficiency among consumers.

Furthermore, the fragmentation of the current regulatory framework
militates against a more coherent, balanced approach. Ofwat and the
Environment Agency, in particular, need to work more closely with each

9 HL Deb., cols. 883-928.
10 At the time of writing the latest WHO figures (15 January 2007) show 267 confirmed cases worldwide, and

161 fatalities.

11 Pandemic Influenza: Science to Policy, November 2006.
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other and with the water companies in developing greater certainty for the
water industry, so as to promote long-term planning and investment. We
therefore recommended the establishment of regional boards, with wide
stakeholder engagement, determining how resource development, leakage
reduction, network renewal and demand management could most
appropriately be balanced in each area, with the resulting plans guiding
Ofwat’s funding decisions.

We were particularly struck, during our inquiry, by the contrast between the
approach to water management here and that in Australia, particularly in
Melbourne, which we visited in January. In Australia public awareness of
water issues is far in advance of that in the United Kingdom. State
governments and municipal authorities are fully aware that water is a
precious resource, and are committed to managing it sustainably, for
instance through the re-use of waste water and the promotion of water
efficiency. They also keep individual consumers fully updated on water levels
in reservoirs.

Our report was complex and detailed, raising long-term, fundamental issues
of policy. Thus while it was disappointing, it was not perhaps surprising, that
the Government response, received in August (comfortably within the two-
month target), failed to engage fully with our recommendations. As with
some other recent Government responses (and as we described in our Annual
Report for 2005), it contained a lengthy recital of existing policies (most of
which we had already acknowledged in our report), and was highly defensive
in tone.

This defensiveness was echoed in the debate on our report, held on 13
October, in which the Defra Minister, Lord Rooker, spent too much time
defending the Department for Communities and Local Government
(formerly the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister—now, after another name
change, known simply as Communities and Local Government), against the
accusation that they failed to take water supplies into account when planning
new housing in the south east of England, rather than actually addressing the
substantive recommendations in our report.

Nevertheless, on 30 January 2007 the Government began to act on one of
our key recommendations. A consultation, launched by Defra, invited
comments on draft proposals that would make it easier for water companies
in water stressed areas to seek authority to impose compulsory metering on
consumers as part of their long-term water resource management plans.
Crucially, decisions on which areas are “water stressed” will be made by the
Environment Agency. The press release announcing the consultation
specifically cited our report.'?

In addition, we received responses from the economic regulator of the water
industry, Ofwat, and from Water UK, which represents the water companies.
These were reprinted, alongside the Government response, in a follow-up
report in January 2007." Both were much more positive in tone than the
Government response, and have also begun to bear fruit—for instance,
Ofwat has launched a review of the concept of “economic level of leakage”,
which we recommended should be replaced with a broader “sustainable level

12 See http://www.defra.gov.uk/news/2007/070130a.htm.
13 Water Management: Follow-up, 2nd Report, Session 2006-07, HL. Paper 21.
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of leakage”, reflecting environmental and social, as well as economic, factors.
We are therefore optimistic that our report, by focusing attention on the key
long-term issues, and making recommendations that command broad
support from stakeholders, will, despite the Government’s initial reluctance,
have a significant influence on the future of water management.

Science and Heritage

Sub-Committee II’s inquiry into science and heritage, chaired by Baroness
Sharp of Guildford, was launched in December 2005, and reported in
November 2006. Unusually, addressed an area where science and the
humanities overlap—in particular, what we termed ‘“heritage science”, the
diverse range of scientific research which both supports the preservation of
our heritage, and also, when juxtaposed with the humanities research that
sets the historical and cultural context, can contribute hugely to public
understanding of and engagement with that heritage.

The risk facing heritage science is the same as that affecting any cross-cutting
subject—that of falling between two stools, in this case of being regarded as
part of neither the sciences nor the humanities. This risk is compounded by
the small size of the sector, with no more than around 30 scientists directly
employed by museums and galleries, and an unknown number of university-
based researchers in mainstream science departments, reliant wholly on
project funding in responsive mode to maintain their interest in heritage. And
at the highest level, in the Department of Culture, Media and Sport, we
found indifference, not only to heritage science, but to the whole issue of
conservation, which is invisible both in Departmental objectives and in the
Public Sector Agreements which govern funding arrangements for the sector.

At the time of going to press the Government response had just been
published (31 January 2007). We look forward to debating these issues
further in the House.

Science Teaching in Schools

Our short inquiry into science teaching in schools, conducted by the Select
Committee in June and July 2006, was a follow-up to two previous inquiries:
our major report of the 1999-2000 session, Science and Society, which
included a chapter on science education, and a shorter follow-up in 2001,
Science in Schools. Despite the time that has passed, and the undoubted
efforts of the Government to improve the standard of science teaching
(which include ambitious targets to raise the take-up of A-level physics,
chemistry and mathematics), the number of pupils aged 16-18 taking all
sciences remains more or less flat, while the decline in physics continues.
This could have a grave knock-on effect on higher education, and on the
future supply of the able scientists who are so essential to the country’s long-
term well-being.

The focus of our recommendations was on teaching and teachers: on
incentives to attract and retain able and well-qualified teachers to the
profession; on encouraging continuing professional development; on
developing better career opportunities not just for teachers, but for the
technicians who support them; and on the future of practical science in the
classroom, which appears to be threatened both by poor quality facilities and
by a prevailing ethos of “teaching to the test”. More broadly, however, we
felt obliged to confront the issue of the A-level syllabus, and the requirement
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responses throws into question the seriousness with which departments take
Parliamentary, and specifically Select Committee, scrutiny”. We called on
the Cabinet Office to review its guidance (known as the “Osmotherley
Rules) to departments regarding responses.

Following the publication of our Annual Report, our Chairman held a private
meeting with the then Science Minister, Lord Sainsbury of Turville, at which
our concerns were discussed in more detail. The Minister made the point,
which we fully accept, that when Committees publish detailed and often
cross-cutting reports on major issues, (Government are not normally able to
agree and announce changes to policy within the two months allowed for
responses. At the same time he expressed his belief that Select Committee
reports did in many cases influence Government policy, often over longer
timescales. We agree, and have sought in this Annual Report to give examples
of such long-term influence, and to explore the ways in which it is exercised.

However, the fact that two months is very little time to change policy must
not be taken as an excuse for poor-quality responses. It is essential that the
formal processes underpinning Government’s accountability to Parliament
are respected, and that every effort is made in responses to engage fully with
the Committee’s recommendations, and with the evidence and reasoning
that support them. Where the Government need more time to consider or
consult, they should say so explicitly, rather than simply restating existing
policies and rejecting our recommendations, only to do an about-turn a year
or two later.

Following our Chairman’s meeting with Lord Sainsbury, the Government
Chief Scientist, Sir David King, wrote on 1 August to Chief Scientific
Adpvisers across Whitehall. He stated that “You need to be fully involved in
the drafting of your Departments’ responses to relevant Committee
(including all S&T Committee reports), to ensure that the responses are
evidence-based and of good quality.” Where it was not possible to reach a
conclusion within the two-month timescale, responses were to “explain why
and promise a substantive response in a specified timescale.”

We warmly welcome Sir David King’s letter, which, if acted upon, will go a
long way towards meeting our concerns. However, we are uncertain of the
status of his letter, and the extent to which it is binding upon departments.
We therefore once again urge the Government to review the
Osmotherley Rules, so as to ensure all departments of Government
(including those that still do not have Chief Scientific Advisers) are
required to follow the general principles articulated by
Sir David King.






